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ABSTRACT 

The staff of the Mathematics and Computer Science 
Department at Lansing Community College (LCC) , in Michigan, has 
developed a unique combination of techniques for course support. 
These techniques have been incorporated into an ll-week course, 
"Introduction to Computers," which meets for 4 hours of lecture each 
week, and provides hands-on experience in the computer laboratory 
using popular computer applications, involving operating systems, 
word processing, and desktop publishing. The computer laboratory has 
helped both students and faculty who lack experience with computers 
to gain valuable skills and confidence. One of the more popular 
assignments in the course unit on communications uses an electronic 
bulletin board system. Students produce written introductions of 
themselves, vote on discussion topics, and undertake conferencing 
entirely through electronic mail. Another valuable course exercise is 
the term paper, which is written in four stages, and which makes 
extensive use of the desk-top publishing program for title page 
development , bibliographic references , and text des ign. Students are 
given access to the computer as members of a class group. All files 
are stored on a central file server. While the instructor has access 
to all student files at all times, students cannot access each 
other's accounts but can access a common collection of files referred 
to as the "class library." The structure of the system allows the 
instructor to post messages for the students, to quickly assess how 
often students have accessed their files (to chart student progress), 
and to collect and correct course assignments electronically. The 
techniques and tools used in the course can be applied to other 
subjects as wel*. (PAA) 
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Interactive 
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Through The Use of Computers 

Claude M. Watson 
Lansing Community College 

January 25, 1992 

Introduction: 

Lansing Community College has a long history of encouragement and support for the improvemenl 
of teaching. Likewise, the College has consistently brought together technical and teaching staff 
with supporting equipment, particularly computers, to focus on adapting changing technology for 
the benefit of teachers and students. 

Computer Science is taught in the Mathematics and Computer Science Department of the 
Arts and Sciences Division. The staff in this department have developed a imique combination of 
techniques for course support. These techniques and their benefits need to be shared with other 
teachers. 

Benefits of using computers in teaching: 

Key benefits to teachers have been the improvement of detailed and timely assessment of student 
progress. Information is provided to students independent of class attendance. Student needs art- 
identified and assistance is provided on an individual basis. 

Some of the benefits to students include improved conrunimication in getting from and giving 
information to the instructor, and the opportunity for the student to observe the instructor make 
corrections, changes, or demonstrate how to do assigned tasks directly on the student's work withoul 
permanent changes being made. Student morale and enthusiasm have been improved regardiDg 
tasks that students have previously considered tedious. The use of technology (and other fields) to 
study technology gives students a diflferent tmderstanding of the concepts involved. 

What You Need 

Equipment and expertise are readily available in many educational institutions, or will be in the near 
future, to implement the elements that have provided improved instruction at Lansing Community 
College. The main requirement is to have computers that are networked with central file storage 
such as a file server. Some technical staff' with knowledge of the capabilities of the available computer 
resources and the capability to determine the need for additional equipemt is necessary in order to 
take full advantage of all of the suggestions contained here. 
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How to overcome fear of technology in the classroom: 



An Introduciion to Computers course is taught by the Math and Computer Science Department. 
The majority of students beginning these classes claim minimal experience with computing, and 
many have a real fear of computers. Hands-on experience in the computer laboratory, using popular 
computer applications in the environment we have provided, produces the desired behavior change 
in both students and in faculty who lack experience with computers. Examination of this course 
and the methods of presenting it will graphically illustrate these points. 

The course. Introduction to Computers (CPSlOO), uses the text book. The Mind Tool, by 
Graham and a course packet written by staff. The eleven- week class meets for four hours of lecture 
each week. The computer laboratory is open from 8:00 AM to 10:00 PM and is used as needed by 
the students. The laboratory has terminals with terminal servers and PC's all connected to a local 
area network (LAN). 

The content of the lecture is similar to many other introductory courses offered in high schools, 
colleges and universities. The course packet contains more topics than can be presented and evalu- 
ated in eleven weeks. Instructors use a designated core set of topics and select options to complete 
the eleven weeks. In addition, students are encouraged to complete others on their own to pursue 
their individual computing needs or interests. 

Laboratory exercises include topics on operating systems, editing and word processing, spread- 
sheets, desktop publishing, graphics, BASIC, electronic communications, etc. Two of the exercises, 
Communications, and Term Paper using a desk top publishing system, deserve special attention 
for their content and for the results indicated on student evaluations at the end of the term. 

Communications Unit 

The most popular laboratory assignment is the coramimications unit using a typical Electronic 
Bulletin System. A thirty-student class is divided into three groups. Each group is given semiprivato 
access to a "folder" on the computer^^^ed bulletin system. Any user accessing the system can read 
the messages, but only the members of the group are granted a writing privilege. 

The assignment is divided into four parts (milestones) with completion deadlines for each part. 
The first part assigns each member of the group to write a brief introduction about him/herself and 
reconunend a topic for the group to discuss. The second milestone is to vote and rank three choices 
from the topics suggested by their group. When group members have tallied the votes, their third 
assignment is to write a message relating to the agreed-on topic. Ties in voting are interesting. 
Students are forbidden to get together in person: the issue must be resolved by electronic messages 
(E-mail). Topics are not restricted to computer subjects and generally are selected from current 
issues in the media. The last assignment is to write a reply or rebuttal to the first messages. 

Most students have no concept of the computer as a conrununications tool when they begin 
this assignment. When finished, they have some feeling of how a conference can take place in 
space and time without the participants ever seeing each other . The advantages and disadvantages 
described in the text and in lecture become much clearer. There is nothing magic about this 
assignment being offered in an introductory computer class. Many subjects could be enriched with 
a unit using these techniques, but applied to the content of the course or subject. 



Term Paper Unit 



The term paper has also been a revelation. In the Arts and Sciences Division at LCC, all instructors 
are encouraged, where appropriate, to participate in whatever way they can in the Division's goal 
of promoting "writing across the curriculum." The computer courses require students to write a 
term paper on some aspect of computing. This has been a clear last choice in popularity on the 
course evaluation across aU sections. Two years ago the LCC course began a project using desk 
top publishing methods. The software package used is of a type called a "mark up system" where 
the user enters cormnands that are not printed in the output, but control how the document is 
printed. With most of the popular desk top publishing systems, the user composes on the screen, 
so that "what you see is what you get" (WYSIWYG). Mark up systems are a little more "techie," 
but have two advantages: first, the one used at LCC is in the public domain so the price is very 
affordable; and second, the decisions regarding publishing style of the paper are not in the hands 
of untrained students. As a result, all papers are formatted consistently, using standard publishing 
practices. 

The required term paper is to be 1000 words in length with three bibliogiraphic references. Four 
stages or milestones are designated for this project. The first assigns the student to select a topic 
and practice using the text formatting system. The second milestone is to produce the title page, 
one paragraph, and one bibliography reference, and is designed to buUd confidence in the system 
and to master the mechanical part of the process. Milestone three is to complete 500 words with 
two references, and milestone four is to complete the paper, 

A significant number of our students claim to have never written a term paper before. (Believe 
it!) While the term paper is not the first choice of the class, it no longer is the last choice. Every 
term some students now pick it as their 1st choice!!! Obviously, the assignment has implications 
for students beyond this computer class. 

Communications in Management 

The most unique part of this course is in the way the class is assigned to the computer. Students 
are given access to the computer as a member of a group (class). All files are stored on a central 
file server. The instructor has access to all student files at all times. Students can not access each 
other's accounts but they can access a common collection of files that is called a class library. 

This system allows the instructor to post a message that every student can read each time 
they access their files. This keeps the students informed about announcements even if they miss a 
lecture. 

Student account names have a common pattern, and every lab assignment has a common unique 
file name used by all the students. This provides the instructor the opportunity to use a simple 
coDMnand (using the wild card "*") to view or print a listing of the entire class which includes 
the file name, the date it was created, the size of the file, and how many times the student has 
accessed that document (presumably to revise or edit it). The contents of each student's file can be 
displayed or printed in the same way. Using this technique, five or ten minutes before beginning a 
lecture the teacher can obtain a quick summary or a detailed profile of the progress of the class as a 
whole^ as well as of the individual students. Areas of difficulty or errors can be identified. Lecture 
time need not be wasted on explaining things students have already mastered. 

Students do not need to hand in their assignments. The teacher collects them electronically 
when they are due. Late papers can be handled as easily by whatever method the teacher prefers. 
When a student is not clear on a point or process during an individual conference, it very easy for 



3 



ERLC 



BEST COPY AVAiLABLE 



5 



the teacher to copy the student's paper to the teacher's account in order to make modifications, 
corrections or illustrations to the student's work. The student's original copy remains imtouched. 
The student can then make his Or her own corrections, using his or her own judgement, to finish 
the assignment. 

Conclusions: 

The computer and these techniques are tools that could be used in an3' subject area; not just in 
a computer course. The ideas can be adapted separately or as a package for a variety of systems. 
Skilled teachers carefully studying the technology wiU find new ways to extend the learning process. 
We have been impressed with the results that we have seen. Student success is our goal, and we are 
using technology to supplement our himian skills as teachers who care about our students' success. 



